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                             On 21 March 2013, jailed Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK) leader 
                             Abdullah Öcalan called for a truce in the long-running conflict     
On 21 March, the jailed      between the PKK and the Turkish government. His announcement,   
leader of the Kurdistan's    which follows direct negotiations with the Turkish government, may 
Workers' Party, the PKK,     open a new page of peace and reconciliation for the country. Öcalan  
called for a truce with the  has called for PKK fighters to retreat from Turkey in short time. Their 
government of Turkey.        withdrawal would be followed by steps for democratisation and for 
                             rewriting the Turkish constitution. The next stage of disarmament   
                             can then begin.  
 
                             The 'Kurdish issue' in Turkey has been a prolonged affair. The 
 
                             problem emerged on the Turkish political agenda in 1984, when the   
 
                             PKK launched its campaign for self-rule in southeast Anatolia. Since 
For nearly three decades, 
                             then, the demands of the country's 15 million Kurds' have           
the 'Kurdish issue' has 
                             constituted a key challenge for Turkey’s democracy, economy and   
dogged Turkish politicians 
                             relations with the EU. More than 40 000 people, including hundreds   
and the country's Kurdish 
                             of civilians and security forces, have been killed in clashes.  
minority. 
                             The PKK is still believed to hav   e some 5 000 to 7 000 armed 
                             guerrillas operating both inside and outside Turkey. 

Historical opportunity  
                             Abdullah Öcalan remains the uncontested leader of the PKK whose  
PKK leader Abdullah          supporters regularly carry posters and banners of him when they                      
Öcalan repeated the          demonstrate. From his prison on the island of Imrali, where he has   
words of Turkish Prime       been serving a life sentence since 1999, he has demonstrated to still  
Minister Recep Tayyip        control the outlawed organisation. His influence was most recently   
Erdoğan's — 'now let         underscored last November, when his call for an end to the hunger 
weapons be silenced and      strike of dozens of Kurdish militants and politicians finally halted the   
ideas talk' — and added,     two-month-old protest.  
'this is not an end but a 
                             Öcalan's announcement may well lead to an intensification of the    
new beginning'. 
                             peace process and, ultimately, a complete truce. The PKK leader    
 
                             chose to make his call on March 21st, the day when Kurds in Turkey  
 
                             mark Newroz, their new year’s celebration.   
 
                             Saying that he was in direct negotiations with the Turkish government  
                             for a political settlement of the issue, Öcalan promised that new 
                             constitutional guarantees for Kurdish rights would be offered in    
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                               exchange for the movement's renouncement of violence. When PKK  
                               rebels lay down their arms, they are to withdraw to their bases in the   
In exchange for the PKK        mountains of northern Iraq. 
fighters' retreat, Turkey's 
                               In a statement read by Kurdish politicians in the south-eastern        
15 million Kurds would 
                               Turkish city of Diyarbakir, the PKK leader said a 'door is now opening   
gain wider constitutional 
                               on a democratic process after a period of armed struggle. Guns         
recognition.  
                               should fall silent and politics should come to the foreground. The     
 
                               stage has been reached where our armed forces should withdraw    
 
                               beyond the borders [of Turkey]... It is not the end; it is the start of a   
 
                               new era.' 
 
                               Öcalan's 'historical' announcement may lead the government to adopt  
                               concrete steps to increase Kurdish rights. Kurds have demanded that  
                               Turkey's new constitution — currently being drafted — grant them    
                               equal rights as ethnic Turks and provide local authorities with more                        
                               power. They also demand judicial reforms that would free thousands  
                               of Kurdish activists jailed on terrorism charges for alleged links to the  
                               PKK.  
                               Details about the road map to peace have yet to be revealed. But the  
The peace process is           process is likely to include three stages. The first will involve a    
likely to involve three        ceasefire and the retreat of PKK militants. If this occurs, the                
stages.                        government will be able to pass new      laws relating to democratic   
                               procedures and may improve its implementation of the existing laws.    
                               The second stage would include preparing a public campaign. Public     
                               tensions are likely to increase as the process continues, and          
                               demonstrations may hamper the government's efforts. 'Normalisation'  
                               would constitute the third stag  e of the plan. The disarmed PKK 
                               militants would leave the mountains to return home and the             
                               parliament would then be charged with adopting measures to finalise  
                               the reintegration of PKK members into Turkish society.   
                               Although Deputy Prime Minister Be             şir Atalay has refused to set a  
                               deadline for the withdrawal of PKK militants, this is expected to be   
                               completed by the end of this year.   

2005-2009 
                              In the period between 2005 and 2009, Turkish Prime Minister Recep       
PM Erdoğan was the first      Tayyip Erdoğan became the country's first leader to adopt a relatively  
Turkish government leader   inclusive approach towards the country's Kurdish population. The          
to address the Kurdish        Prime Minister described the difference between ethnic Turks and   
question by proposing to      Kurds as a source of richness, rather than weakness, and one that    
expand Kurds' rights.         could strengthen the unity of the country.   
 
                              Several meetings were held between the Prime Minister and the leader  
 
                              of the main opposition party, the Republican People's Party (CHP), to   
 
                              examine possibilities to progress on the Kurdish issue. Yet these did 
 
                              not result in a concrete solution. 
 
                               In 2009, Erdo        ğan launched a 'democratic initiative' to resolve a number  
                              of long-standing Kurdish issues and create a window of opportunity.   
                              The initiative was aimed at improving the standards of democracy,       
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His 2009 'democratic          freedom and respect for human rights and advancing the position of   
initiative' represented a     Turkish citizens of Kurdish origin. The minority would be given access   
window of opportunity...      to education in their mother tongue and the right to speak Kurdish in   
                              prison, the Kurdish names of thousands of towns and villages would be  
                              restored, and broadcasting in Kurdish and other minority languages      
                              would be permitted. 

2010-2012 
                               Attempts at democratic conciliation did not achieve the desired 
...but the window was          outcome. Ongoing opposition between the pro-Kurdish parties and   
rapidly shut.                  hard-line Turkish nationalists led Erdo      ğan to withdraw his      
                               engagement policy. As a consequence, Turkey suffered a significant 
                               increase in terrorist attacks by   the PKK and increas ed its military  
                               operations. 
 
                               When 34 civilians were killed in a district near the Turkish-Iraqi border  
An air strike in 2011 
                               in a military air strike in December 2011 — with no transparent public  
damaged the shaky 
                               inquiry into the events —the shaky confidence between the two sides  
confidence between the 
                               was further damaged. 
PKK and the Turkish 
government.                    The next year brought armed conflict in Syria and the worse increase  
                               of fighting between the Kurds and the Turkish army since the 1990s.  
                               Turkey's Kurdish problems appeared more entrenched than ever. The  
                               few opportunities for dialogue that arose in the first eight months of   
                               that year proved to be particularly tense. Members of the pro-Kurdish  
                               Peace and Democracy Party (BDP) refused to sit in the Grand                        
                               National Assembly for a number of months in protest of the detention  
                               of six colleagues. The members did eventually participate in the      
Dialogue remained difficult    constitutional dialogue, although relations with the government       
until the end of 2012,         remained uncomfortable.   
when talks were reopened.    In September 2012, 670 Kurdish prisoners launched a hunger strike  
                               and demanded changes in the law to allow Kurdish-language             
                               education, to end Öcalan's isolation in prison and to obtain the right to  
                               defend themselves in court in their mother tongue. The strike finished  
                               on 18 November following a call by Öcalan, leading to the                                      
                               reopening of talks between the government and the PKK                                         . 

The EU's position on the Kurdish issue  
                               The EU's progress reports on Turkey have underlined that the                                                    
The EU's progress reports      country's 2009 democratic initiative was only partly followed through.  
on Turkey have called for      The EU has called on Turkey to revise its constitution. Other 
Kurds to enjoy greater         concerns voiced by the Union include Turkey's need to amend its    
rights.                        anti-terror legislation (to avoid an overly broad interpretation by   
                               judges), to improve the human rights situation in the region and to    
                               reduce the disproportionately high number of detainees linked to      
                               alleged terrorist acts. 
 
                               The European Parliament's resolutions on Turkey have repeatedly   
 
                               called on Turkish authorities to exert greater efforts to finding a   
 
                               political solution to the Kurdish issue. Members of the European      
The EP has called on 
                               Parliament have asked the Turkish government to debate the Kurdish  
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Turkey to invest greater       issue in a constructive way and to facilitate a constitutional process to 
efforts in finding a political reinforce political dialogue and the cultural and socio-economic       
solution for the Kurdish       inclusion of its citizens of Kurdish origin. During the February 2013   
issue.                         plenary session, MEPs voiced strong support for the Turkish            
                               government's talks with PKK leader Öcalan and the hope that            
                               decades of violence in Turkey would soon end.     
 
                               The European Union should play an important role in supporting this 
 
                               process. In their joint statement on Öcalan's recent call for a truce,    
 
                               the EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy  
 
                               (EUHR) Catherine Ashton and Commissioner for Enlargement and   
 
                               Neighbourhood Policy Štefan Füle welcomed Öcalan's statement and 
 
                               'encouraged all parties to work to bring peace and prosperity for all               
 
                               citizens of Turkey'1
                                                  . 
 
                               Turkey's path of acceding to the EU has suffered from delays and a   
Necessary reforms — in         European lack of confidence in the democracy of Turkey's processes.  
particular to protect          The EP has encouraged the Turkish government to increase its           
minorities — could put         reform efforts, in particular to protect minorities. Democratisation and  
Turkey's EU accession          a respect for fundamental rights and freedoms are at the heart of the 
process on track.              EU demands. The recognition of Kurdish rights and, more generally,     
                               those of all Turkey's minorities' rights could advance Turkey's bid for  
                               EU membership. EUHR Ashton and Commissioner Füle have                  
                               reiterated the EU's willingness to support this process. 

Conclusion 
                               Abdullah Öcalan's message has rendered the initial outline of a         
                               peacemaking process clearer. Initially, the PKK would withdraw from  
                               Turkish territory. This would be followed by disarmament talks and     
The latest developments        Turkey's commitment to facilitate the liberation of    detainees with 
have made many in              suspected PKK links. Turkey would also step up efforts to revise its   
Turkey optimistic that this    constitution and address issues of citizenship, anti-terror law, Kurdish-
will prove an historic         language education and the national electoral threshold. (The current  
opportunity.                   10 % threshold hinders small parties from gaining seats in             
                               parliament.)  
                               Peace processes and ceasefires have been attempted before in           
                               Turkey, always to fail. This time, however, the sense of optimism is 
                               greater among many in the country, in part because two key figures   
                               are personally and actively involved: Prime Minister Erdo   ğan and  
                               PKK leader Öcalan. Over the next   weeks, it will become clearer    
                               whether their call will create a viable path to a definitive solution to the 
                               long-running conflict.  

                                                                                
                               1 
                                 
                               http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/136433. 
                               pdf  
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